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One 


At school no one messed with him. Not at school, not at his job at the supermarket or at the park at night 
when everyone drank cheap beer and smoked skunk weed, not on the dirt roads in the middle of the cornfields, 
tossing empty beer cans out the windows to be devoured by the rows. No one messed with him anywhere 


because by now they knew he was crazy. He'd fight anyone twice his size and usually win. 


No one messed with him anywhere but one place, the place that was supposed to be safe, a haven from the 
world. Axl gazed out the picture window in the living room, everything looking faded outside, the crab grass, 


the dirt, the weeds, the blue tar of the driveway. He swallowed hard, feeling the dry lump in his throat. 


No one was home, no one but his stepfather. He knew that now, he'd found the insurance papers buried on the 
desk in his parents’ room, he saw the marriage certificate and the names, Sharon Rose had been married to 
William Bruce Rose, Sr. and he was the junior. So there was no William Bruce Bailey, not really. Didn't he 
deserve to know the truth? 


"Billy," He jumped at his name, the name they called him. He was Axl in his head now, sometimes. And he'd leave 
this place, he'd take off for Florida or California, somewhere warm, somewhere where there was shit to do, 


and he could re-invent himself, he could create something there, somehow. 


"What?" he said, but not sharp. A sharp tone would get him hit, and he'd had enough beatings for one lifetime. 


His tone was soft, subservient. 


"Go get the clothes in my bedroom, the ones for charity," Axl narrowed his eyes at his stepfather, giving to 
charity, pretending he was so God fearing and upstanding, like all the adults at the church did, they were all 
hypocrites. They were all liars. 


"Okay," He didn't want to, he wanted to leave this house, take off at a blind run and just go, but he walked 
down the narrow hall with the worn carpet to his parents’ room. It was the one at the end of the hall and the 


largest of the three bedrooms, but it still wasn't very big. 


The room was dark and gloomy with the curtains drawn, and the furniture and the pile of clothes were just 
these vague shapes in the dark until his eyes adjusted, and he started to put the clothes in the bag that was 
next to them when he heard the floorboard creak behind him and the door slam, and he looked up to see his 
stepfather standing against the closed door, and his heart started to beat so hard and fast it made it hard to 
breathe. 


Axl backed up a few steps, staring at him, feeling the breath whistle uncomfortably through his closing throat. 


"There's more clothes in the back of the closet, bring those, too," he said, looking at him for a second before 
turning and leaving, going back down the narrow hall, the floorboards creaking again as he retreated, and Axl 
could hear the sounds of cabinets opening in the kitchen, the sound of dishes being placed on the counters, the 
sounds of coffee pouring into white ceramic cups. He leaned against the wall and closed his eyes, feeling the 
panic course through hin, like electricity in his veins. He remembered being trapped in closed spaces with him, 
or what felt like closed spaces, his fists coming down on him, fists or a leather belt, the feeling of things 
striking him, biting into him, the hot breath on his neck, the whispers in his ear to not tell his mother, to 


never tell. 
He had to leave. Fuck these clothes for charity, fuck this house and all the lies, a father he'd never even 


known about, fuck that. Fuck the smothering feeling of panic while he was here, the half remembered shit that 
had fucked him up. Screw all this. 


He was getting out. 


